Purpose This research surveyed physician assistant (PA) program admissions personnel to determine how the Central Application Service for Physician Assistants (CASPA) personal statements are used, what influence the statements had on certain admissions processes, whether there was any concern about authorship of the statements, and how important certain previously identified content themes were to admissions committees and personnel.
INTRODUCTION
All of us have had to do it-write a personal statement to complete an application to a college or a physician assistant (PA) school. Currently, thousands of potential PA students are contemplating their response to this prompt.
In the space provided, write a brief statement expressing your motivation or desire to become a PA. Keep your statement general as the same essay will be sent to all schools you will apply to. Even if you only plan to apply to one program, do not make your essays school specific as you may decide to apply to additional programs at a later date, and once you submit your application, your essay can not be edited or changed. 1 The personal statement is a time-honored component of applications to college, professional education programs, and postgraduate education programs. Yet, there is no consistent evidence that the personal statement is considered an important part of any application process. 2, 3 For PA programs in particular, there is no evidence that it plays an important role in the admissions process at all. Admissions committees are often tasked with making difficult decisions between academically similar applicants using only the application materials presented to them. Centralized application services, such as the Central Application Service for Physician Assistants (CASPA), standardize the presentation of cognitive information such as grade point averages, graduate admissions examination scores, transcripts, and certain noncognitive factors including employment experience and extracurricular activities. The standardized application process makes it difficult for applicants to differentiate themselves from their peers. The personal statement becomes the instrument that allows them to elaborate on personal characteristics and attributes and demonstrate to the admissions committee that the applicant is worthy of consideration. 4, 5 However, there is no standard for committees to use to determine whether a personal statement is effective. [6] [7] [8] This project surveyed people who identified themselves as familiar with PA program admissions processes to determine the following:
• Whether programs generally found the personal statements useful or not useful, and if not, why not • Where in the process the statements were used • Whether the statements influenced the selection of applicants admitted • The importance of the common theme areas identified in previous research in the admissions process.
METHODS
This project was determined to be exempt from review by the Institutional Review Board of Central Michigan University (CMU). Partial funding was provided by a Faculty Research and Creative Endeavors Grant from the CMU Office of Research and Sponsored Programs. The authors developed the survey instrument with the assistance of the director of the Center for Applied Research and Rural Studies (CARRS). No previous work had been published on this subject, so the instrument was developed de novo with the primary goal of collecting data to answer the research questions.
CARRS conducts qualitative and quantitative research projects for the CMU community and also on contract from local organizations. CARRS operates a computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI) service staffed by trained undergraduate and graduate students who are employed by CARRS. The computer stores contact information of the members of the survey sample, automatically dials the phone numbers, and tracks completion rates for the survey. The system also allows for scheduling interviews if the respondent is unable to complete the survey at the time of initial contact. The system allows interviewers to collect information using Likert-type scales and yes-no responses and to input free text into text boxes in response to open-ended questions. The CATI software allows interviewers to input data directly into a computer file, which then may be exported as files compatible with a number of data analysis programs.
Contact information for the PA programs participating in CASPA was retrieved from program Web sites by 2 of the investigators (N.W. and M.B.). Introductory letters were mailed to PA programs a week before the start of data collection. Four letters were returned because of bad addresses, and the programs were then emailed the letter.
Telephone interviewers from CARRS called the PA programs and conducted the interviews during a 2-week period. Two of the researchers (N.W. and M.B.) also participated in the process as interviewers. Responses were collected using Likert-type ranking scales. Free-text responses were also obtained for selected survey items.
For example, open-ended questions were asked to ascertain respondents' opinions about why personal statements were considered useful or not useful. Frequencies were determined using IBM SPSS v20.
RESULTS
One-hundred sixty-two programs were contacted, and 122 surveys were completed for a response rate of 75%. Of the program personnel responding to the interviewer, 89% were program directors and 7% identified themselves as admissions chairs or directors. All but one of the programs was at the master's degree level. Eighty percent of the programs contacted were fully accredited, 16% were provisionally accredited, 2% held accredited-probation status, and 1% were developing programs. Eighty-nine percent of the respondents believed that they were very knowledgeable about the admissions process and the use of the CASPA personal statement. (percentages may not add up to 100 because of refusal to answer or do not know responses.) Slightly less than half of programs reported receiving 501 to 1000 applications in a typical admissions year (Table 1) , with a similar number admitting just 31 to 50 of those applicants. More than three-fourths of programs reported that the entire admissions committee reviews personal statements ( Table 2 ). About a fourth of the responding institutions reported that only interviewers review the statements, and a similar proportion of programs reported having the statements read by faculty members other than the admissions team. Over half of the respondents held faculty positions (Table 3) . Slightly more than 40% of program directors were directly involved in the admissions process (Table 4) .
Ninety-three percent of respondents indicated that their programs used the personal statement in the applicant review process, and 62% indicated that they found the statement useful or very useful. However, 27% considered it only somewhat useful, and 4% considered it not useful at all. Of the programs that did not find the statements useful, the concern cited most often was that the statement might not be the original work of the applicant. The second most often cited concern was that statements from different applicants seemed too similar. Twenty-nine percent of respondents were very to extremely concerned that the statements were not written by the applicant, 40% were somewhat concerned, and 24% were not concerned at all. Fifty-three percent believed that the personal statements would be more useful if they were written at the time of the interview. Reasons for this observation included a sense that a more "off-the-cuff" statement gives a clearer look at the true person. A contemporaneous statement also ensures that the applicant wrote it. It allows program admissions personnel to assess critical thinking, writing, and communication skills. Programs also compared the second statement with the CASPA statement and used the exercise to assess the applicant's ability to perform under pressure. Fortytwo percent did not believe that a statement written at the time of the interview would be helpful because having students prepare a second statement would increase their stress at the time of interview and because time is limited during the interview process. Programs would like to use the time to get RESEARCH ARTICLE to know the applicants rather than spend it having them write something. PA programs used the statements most often in selecting applicants to interview, with 76% of respondents indicating that they always or sometimes used the statements for this purpose ( Table 5 ). The second most common use for the personal statements was in the initial screening of applicants followed by placement on the offer list. Statements were used least in determining the award of a scholarship.
Previous work on analysis of personal statement content identified a number of common themes contained in CASPA personal statements. 9 These themes include altruism, empathy, and desire to work in the PA profession. When asked to rate the importance of the previously identified theme content areas, respondents ranked work experience and attributes of a PA career as almost equal in importance (Table 6 ). Hardships the applicant experienced also ranked high in importance as did the demonstration of empathy. Although Forister, Jones, and Liang found that having a PA role model was significantly associated with acceptance to a PA program, respondents ranked that content area less important than either work ethic or desire to work in a health profession. 9 Least important was ethnicity or socioeconomic status and experience with illness or injury.
DISCUSSION General
The CASPA personal statement is most often used in the screening of applicants to PA programs. Because the CASPA statement is distributed to many different programs, it is necessarily rather generic, and in fact, the prompt advises the student to avoid tailoring the statement to a particular program. There is wide variability in the way the statement is used in the admissions process. Currently, the statement is typically used by, but not limited to, the admissions committee, primarily as a way to select interviewees.
More than two-thirds of the respondents had concerns that the statement was not an original work by the applicant; applicants have a number of sources for assistance in composing their personal statements. A Google search using the term "personal statement" yielded more than 10 million hits with the first response being an advertisement for a company that will prepare the statement for the applicant. Applicants may seek help from commercial entities or from family or teachers. Any advice on content or editorial advice they receive may lead to a statement that meets some "recipe for success." 10 For example, the applicant may be advised that the statement must portray to the admissions committee the applicant's strengths but must not give the impression that the applicant is entitled or boastful. 11 In addition, applicants' ability to search broadly using the Internet raises the possibility that the product submitted may not be the applicant's own work. 12 A nondirective prompt with little discrete direction, as seen in the prompt from CASPA, may induce applicants to stretch the truth when listing their attributes. 13 Students who falsify information in their personal statements may be likely to continue such behavior after graduation from the PA program. 5 Respondents were also concerned that personal statements do not demonstrate unique or exceptional qualities of the applicants and that statements exhibit homogeneity of content. 4 Applicants are under the impression that the statement must conform to certain criteria to be successful. 13 Thus, personal statements seem to have very similar content because applicants present the content that they believe reviewers expect. 14 Forister and colleagues 9 performed a computer-assisted analysis of theme content of personal statements submitted to CASPA. They found a remarkable similarity in theme content among all statements submitted. The most common themes identified in personal statements were experience, altruism, or desire to help people; the PA as a role model; and challenges and hardship. Forister and colleagues found no significant difference in theme content between successful and unsuccessful applicants to PA programs, except for the mention of a PA role model. Successful applicants were more likely to mention having a PA role model than were unsuccessful applicants.
Lopes and colleagues 15 performed an analysis of CASPA personal statements submitted by successful applicants to a midwest PA program. Statements were analyzed manually, and common content themes were identified. Lopes and colleagues also found that personal statements contained very similar content. More than 70% of the statements they analyzed mentioned health care experience, altruism, rewards of patient interactions, and desire to enter the medical profession. Despite concerns over homogeneity of content in the CASPA statements, respondents to this survey indicated that the most commonly included content was indeed very important in deciding whom to invite for an interview.
Jones 16 reviewed a number of personal statements and analyzed them on the basis of the type of school each writer attended. He found that students who attended elite or private schools for their primary education had fewer writing errors in their statements. Students from more elite schools were able to cite what might be considered more advantageous extracurricular activities such as study abroad, internships, and volunteer activities. Moreover, Jones raised the possibility that admissions personnel may subconsciously select students in their own image. Kumwenda and colleagues 5 also were concerned that the personal statement may be biased toward certain groups of students, and like Admissions director 31.9
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Month 2016 Volume 0 Number 0Jones, they noted that the content and quality of the personal statement do not correlate with future performance. Despite all the work that applicants may go through in crafting what they feel is a perfect statement, little evidence exists that the statement has any influence on the final outcome. Crane and Ferraro 17 found that emergency medicine residency directors ranked the personal statement as the least important factor in resident selection. Directors of obstetrics and gynecology residencies ranked the importance of the personal statement lower than did family medicine residency directors. 3 For the PA programs that responded to this survey, the CASPA statement was used early in the admissions process and had little effect on final decisions. This study indicates that the CASPA statement is widely used in the admissions process for PA programs, but this study does not indicate how important the statement was in overall decision-making.
Limitations
The 122 respondents represented 79% of the accredited PA educational programs in the United States that participate in the CASPA process. Another 50 or so programs do not participate in CASPA, so whether and how they use personal statements could not be evaluated. The survey did not ask the programs to rank how important the personal statement was in the admissions process because the goal of this study was to determine how the statements were used. The open-ended nature of several of the questions gave respondents great latitude in how they interpreted the intent of the question and how they responded. There were large ranges in the number of applications received and the number of students accepted by the programs that responded to the survey. The authors were unable to determine whether there was any correlation between (1) the applicant pool size and (2) the use and usefulness of the statement.
CONCLUSION
The CASPA personal statement is most often used in screening applicants to PA programs. Programs continue to use the statement despite the limitations identified in this survey. These limitations lead some programs to require a second extemporaneous written statement at the time of the interview. Such a requirement has the advantage of offering assurance that the statement was written by the student and allows the program the opportunity to ask more direct questions of the applicant. The disadvantage is that reviewing these additional statements adds to the work of the admissions committee.
Continued research into the use of the personal statements may lead to modifications that might improve the utility of the statement in the admissions process. It may be helpful to engage the education community in a review of the use of RESEARCH ARTICLE personal statements to determine whether the CASPA prompt should be revised to allow students to write something that will better allow overburdened admissions committees to identify truly outstanding applicants.
